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Paraguay recently celebrated 10 years of democratic rule amid the worst political crisis since the
overthrow of dictator Alfredo Stroessner (1954-1989). As concern grows for the future of democracy,
President Raul Cubas Grau faces criminal proceedings as well as impeachment by Congress.
Paraguay's Corte Suprema de Justicia (CSJ) ordered a judge to prosecute Cubas Grau for refusing
to obey a CSJ order. The court had ruled that Cubas was to return Lino Cesar Oviedo to jail to serve
out a 10-year jail term for an attempted coup against then president Juan Carlos Wasmosy in 1996
(see NotiSur, 1999-01-08).
Three days after he took office, Cubas Grau issued a decree commuting Oviedo's sentence to time
served. In December, the CSJ annulled that decree and ordered the president to return Oviedo to
jail. Cubas ignored the court ruling. On Feb. 6, Wildo Rienzi, head of the CSJ, gave Cubas 72 hours
to comply. Cubas refused, saying the executive is not subordinate to the judiciary. The criminal
charge preventing the proper execution of justice carries a 3-5 year sentence. However, Judge
Emiliano Rolan refused to begin legal proceedings against Cubas Grau, arguing that first Congress
must hold impeachment hearings.

Impeachment is moving forward
On Feb. 11, Congress voted to start impeachment proceedings against the president. In a 71-37
vote, Congress accused Cubas of abuse of power for the August 1998 decree that freed Oviedo.
Although Cubas' Asociacion Nacional Republicana (ANR, Partido Colorado) has a majority in both
chambers, it is badly split. Lawmakers aligned with Vice President Luis Maria Argana voted with the
opposition after the seven-hour joint session. On March 3, the congressional Constitutional Affairs
Committee took the next step toward impeachment by approving the charges against Cubas by a 6-2
vote.
Nevertheless, removal of the president seems remote, given that his opponents in the Chamber of
Deputies do not have the necessary two-thirds vote. The charges must be approved by 53 of the 80
members of the lower house and then be passed by the Senate. Deputy Blas Llano said it is unlikely
proponents of impeachment will succeed. "But we think that the country should receive a clear
message from Congress that it has not given up on its duty to judge and punish violations of the
Constitution," he said. The actual impeachment proceedings may not begin for months because
Paraguay has no rules governing impeachment. The matter has been under discussion since Cubas
issued his decree freeing Oviedo.
Meanwhile, in a highly public meeting, US Ambassador Maura Harty met with Vice President
Argana on Feb. 25. Many saw the meeting as a show of support for Argana and the CSJ. "What
is very obvious after the ambassador's visit is that the US wants to know what Argana's eventual
government would look like," said a source in the Partido Colorado. The US Embassy said, however,
that Harty routinely meets with party leaders to further her understanding of the country. "There is
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no change in the US position when it comes to democratic institutions and the institutionalization
process of a country," said an embassy spokesperson. "In diplomatic terms, there is support for the
court as an institution."

Democracy is under attack
On March 7, the judiciary warned that the country's democracy was deteriorating because of the
rupture in the rule of law by the government. Although Paraguay is a now formal democracy, with
periodic elections, a Constitution, and separate branches of government, few trust the independence
of the courts and the Congress. The ANR has ruled for 59 years, longer than any party in Latin
America except Mexico's Partido Revolucionario Institucional (PRI). Rosa Palau, who directs a
resource center, said the crisis could drag on indefinitely and inconclusively. "This is an improvised
country," Palau said. "How can people believe in democracy? How can they believe in anything
when the president simply decides to ignore a court order and nothing happens?"
On March 2, the Paraguayan bishops (Conferencia Episcopal Paraguaya, CEP) also supported the
CSJ ruling, saying the high court "is the final authority for interpreting the Constitution and the
coverage of the laws." The CEP also said it would not mediate the crisis between Cubas and the
judicial and legislative branches. Bishop Mario Medina said without respect for the law no dialogue
can take place, since dialogue "cannot be built on a shaky foundation." [Sources: Associated
Press, 02/11/99; Reuters, 02/07/99, 02/25/99, 03/03/99; Notimex, 02/26/99, 03/02/99; El Nuevo Herald
(Miami), 02/09/99, 02/22/99, 02/26/99; Spanish news service EFE, 02/07/99, 02/25/99, 02/27/99,
03/02/99, 03/07/99; The New York Times, 03/02/99; Clarin (Argentina), 02/12/99, 03/05/99]
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